In Beijing, which again became my permanent base in 1988, I began mingling with a select group of Khmer speakers in the Chinese foreign ministry whose careers were directed toward managing China's policies toward Cambodia and its immediate neighbors, Laos, Thailand, and Vietnam. In most cases, they served two or three postings at the Chinese embassy in Phnom Penh, then in Bangkok, Hanoi, or Vientiane, from where they followed those countries' relations with Cambodia. Beginning as translators to the embassy or the ambassador, they rose in seniority up the diplomatic ladder and, in some cases, became ambassadors to Cambodia, Laos, or Thailand. But that was the limit of their careers. They were fluent even in the language of the royal court of Cambodia, so they enjoyed unique access.
On their return to China, these diplomats were posted as liaison officers at the grand residence in central Beijing, not far from Tiananmen Square and the Forbidden City, which China had made available to Sihanouk since 1970. During my stays in Beijing I began to know some of these liaison officers. Intriguingly, I soon became aware that those Chinese diplomats, specialists on Cambodia, who originated from Shanghai were more ideologically committed than those who came from other parts of China. They were quite vociferous about the Cultural Revolution. Yet, subsequently, the Shanghainese seemed very quick to switch ideologies and abandon the Cultural Revolution for the modernization advocated by Deng Xiaoping.
Some of these diplomats were willing to speak to me, a foreigner, whereas others were not. However, one topic was taboo with all: details of their years at the Chinese embassy in Phnom Penh during the Khmer Rouge regime. Some felt that China had made a serious mistake by aiding such an appalling regime. Others felt that it was China's duty to help a brotherly socialist country. I was most interested in the relationship between Sihanouk and Zhou Enlai and hoped the diplomats would be able to give me insights into it. Some of them did, even bringing photos of the two leaders taken in the 1950s and 1960s, from their homes, for me to make copies. impressed by Zhou's courtesy, which made him feel that much smaller Cambodia was on a par with "great China" and that he and Zhou were equals. 
Challenges of the Cultural Revolution
In 1966, the Cultural Revolution was unleashed in China. The friendship between the two leaders almost came to an end after the Chinese embassy in Phnom Penh was taken over by partisans of the Red Guards who began promoting Maoism in Cambodia. What followed was a series of misunderstandings between the Cambodian and Chinese authorities that Sihanouk cleverly used to put forward Cambodia's view that China should keep out of Cambodia's internal affairs. 9 Sihanouk felt that, as far as China was concerned, "nothing was improvised. 
Notes

